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Christian Koller 
 
Defeat and Foreign Rule as a Narrative of National Rebirth – The German Memory 
of the Napoleonic Period in the 19th and early 20th century 
 
The Napoleonic period has played a crucial role in Germany's cultural memory1 since the end of the anti-
Napoleonic wars. Between 1795 and 1805, Prussia had preserved its neutrality in the succeeding coalition 
wars. In 1806, it entered war against France and on the 14th October, its army experienced a disastrous 
defeat in the double battle of Jena and Auerstedt. About 20,000 Prussian and Saxon soldiers were killed 
or wounded, 13,000 were captured. The double battle proved that the Prussian army was outdated, poorly 
trained and inflexibly led. On the 27th October, Napoleon and his troops entered Berlin, whilst the 
Prussian king and his family fled eastwards. This disaster caused an enormous shock.2 In the treaty of 
Tilsit in July 1807, Prussia remained an autonomous state, but it lost half of its territories. It was occupied 
by French troops and charged with heavy contributions. In the following years, the leading ministers 
Stein and Hardenberg enacted a wide-ranging modernisation programme that included reforms of 
government, administration, agriculture, trade, taxation, military and educational systems.3 
Prussia's military defeat in the battles of Jena and Auerstedt and the following period of 
"Fremdherrschaft" (foreign rule) have always been perceived as a low point in German national history 
and which stood in sharp contrast to the 1813 uprising that climaxed in the so-called "Völkerschlacht" 
(peoples' battle) of Leipzig.4 My contribution will analyse both this memory's narrative structure and its 
functions in the pre-unification period, in the Wilhelminian Empire, in the Weimar republic and in the 
Nazi era. I will argue that defeat and foreign rule became in Germany's political culture5 a myth of 
national rebirth that linked the requirements of a foundation myth6 to the notion of the very old age of the 
German nation. As the political scientist Rudolf Speth has shown, political myths are, according to a 
                                                
1 See on the concept of cultural memory Assmann, Jan: Collective Memory and Cultural Identity, in: New German Critique 65 
(1995). p. 125-133. 
2 See, for instance, Schivelbusch, Wolfgang: Die Kultur der Niederlage: Der amerikanische Süden 1865 – Frankreich 1871 – 
Deutschland 1918. Berlin 2001, p. 18. 
3 See, for instance, Koselleck, Reinhart: Preussen zwischen Reform und Revolution: Allgemeines Landrecht, Verwaltung und 
soziale Bewegung von 1791 bis 1848. Stuttgart 1967. 
4 See on the anti-napoleonic wars, for instance, Hagemann, Karen: "Manly Valor" and "German Honor": Nation, War, and 
Masculinity in the Age of the Prussian Uprising Against Napoleon, in: Central European History 30 (1997). p. 187-220; ead.: 
"Mannlicher Muth und Teutsche Ehre": Nation, Militär und Geschlecht in der Zeit der Antinapoleonischen Kriege Preussens. 
Paderborn etc. 2002. On the terminological debates, whether they were "Freiheitskriege" (liberty wars) or "Befreiungskriege" 
(wars of liberation), see Stammler, Wolfgang: "Freiheitskrieg" oder "Befreiungskrieg"?, in: Zeitschrift für deutsche Philologie 
59 (1934). p. 203-208; Conze, Werner et al.: Freiheit, in: id. et al. (eds.): Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe: Historisches Lexikon 
zur politisch-sozialen Sprache in Deutschland, vol. 2. Stuttgart 1975, p. 425-542, here: 504-505; Koller, Christian: 
Fremdherrschaft: Ein politischer Kampfbegriff im Zeitalter des Nationalismus. Frankfurt/M–New York 2005, p. 212-215. On 
the memory of the "Völkerschlacht" Hoffmann, Stefan-Ludwig: Mythos und Geschichte: Leipziger Gedenkfeiern der 
Völkerschlacht im 19. und frühen 20. Jahrhundert, in: François, Etienne et al. (eds.): Nation und Emotion: Deutschland und 
Frankreich im Vergleich, 19. und 20. Jahrhundert. Goettingen 1995, p. 111-132; Schäfer, Kirstin Ann: Die Völkerschlacht, in: 
François, Etienne and Hagen Schulze (eds.): Deutsche Erinnerungsorte, vol. 2. Munich 2002. p. 187-202. 
5 See on the concept of "political culture" Rohe, Karl: Politische Kultur und ihre Analyse: Probleme und Perspektiven in der 
politischen Kulturforschung, in: Historische Zeitschrift 250 (1990). p. 321-346. 
6 See on foundation myths Kaschuba, Wolfgang: The Emergence and Transformation of Foundation Myths, in: Stråth, Bo 
(ed.): Myth and Memory in the Construction of Community: Historical Pattern in Europe and Beyond. Berne etc. 2000. p. 217-
226. 
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semiotic understanding of culture, an important element within the process of the construction of political 
reality, because they supply the cultural memory of political groups with sense.7 In Herfried Münkler's 
words: "Political myths ensure communities that what happened had had to happen, that events were not 
accidental, but necessary, and that they were more than mere events, that they owned an eschatological 
dimension."8 Thus, they play a crucial role within the narration of nationality that "tells people a story 
about themselves in order to give sense to the social reality".9 
 
I. Pre-unification period 
Between the end of the anti-napoleonic wars and the beginning 1840s, there was a significant shift in the 
perspective under which the Napoleonic period was seen. First, the cultural memory focussed on 
Napoleon as a tyrant trying to establish a "universal monarchy". The concept of "universal monarchy", 
having existed since the late middle ages,10 was clearly pre-nationalist. Its opposition was not the liberty 
of the nations, but the balance of powers.11 Historians as Carl Venturini, who designated Napoleon as 
"Welttyrann" (world tyrant),12 or Arnold Hermann Ludwig Heeren13 interpreted the history of the 
Napoleonic era this way. Thus, they stressed the co-operation of European princes and peoples in the 
struggle against the Emperor of the French.14 In the 1840s, this way of interpretation nearly vanished. The 
new paradigm was the dialectics between foreign rule and national liberty. Historiography and cultural 
memory now concentrated on the own nation's struggle against the foreign oppressors (the so-called 
"Erhebung").  
Parallel to this shift of perspective, a new German term emerged, which had not existed during the 
Napoleonic age, namely "Fremdherrschaft" (foreign rule).15 At first, it was exclusively used in speaking 
of the Napoleonic rule over Germany. From 1840 on, it became an abstract concept for interpreting the 
political world of past and present, for instance the Austrian rule in Italy,16 the English rule over Ireland17 
                                                
7 Speth, Rudolf: Nation und Revolution: Politische Mythen im 19. Jahrhundert. Opladen 2000. 
8 Münkler, Herfried: Politische Mythen und nationale Identität: Vorüberlegungen zu einer Theorie politischer Mythen, in: 
Frindte, Wolfgang and Harald Pätzold (eds.): Mythen der Deutschen: Deutsche Befindlichkeiten zwischen Geschichten und 
Geschichte. Opladen 1994. p. 21-27.  
9 Ram, Uri: Narration, Erziehung und die Erfindung des jüdischen Nationalismus: Ben-Zion Dinur und seine Zeit, in: 
Österreichische Zeitschrift für Geschichtswissenschaften 5 (1994). p. 151-177, here: 153. See also Bhabha, Homi K.: 
Introduction: Narrating the nation, in: id. (ed.): Nation and Narration. London-New York 1990, p. 1-7. 
10 See Bosbach, Franz: Monarchia Universalis: Ein politischer Leitbegriff der frühen Neuzeit. Goettingen 1988. 
11 See Fenske, Hans: Gleichgewicht, Balance, in: Brunner, Otto et al. (eds.): Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe: Historisches 
Lexikon zur politisch-sozialen Sprache in Deutschland, vol. 2. Stuttgart 1975. p. 959-996. 
12 Venturini, Carl: Russlands und Deutschlands Befreiungskriege von der Franzosen-Herrschaft unter Napoleon Buonaparte in 
den Jahren 1812–1815, vol. 4. Leipzig 1819, p. I. 
13 Heeren, A.[rnold] H.[errmann] L.[udwig]: Handbuch der Geschichte des Europäischen Staatensystems und seiner Colonien, 
von seiner Bildung seit der Entdeckung beider Indien bis zu seiner Wiederherstellung nach dem Fall des Französischen 
Kaiserthrons und der Freiwerdung von Amerika, vol. 2. 5th ed. Goettingen 1830, p. 269. 
14 See on Napoleon's image in Germany's memorial culture Schulze, Hagen: Napoleon, in: id. and Etienne François (eds.): 
Deutsche Erinnerungsorte, vol. 2. Munich 2002. p. 28-46; Stählin, Friedrich: Napoleons Glanz und Fall im deutschen Urteil: 
Wandlungen des deutschen Napoleonbildes. Braunschweig 1952. 15 See Koller, Christian: Fremdherrschaft: Ein politischer Kampfbegriff im Zeitalter des Nationalismus. Frankfurt/M–New 
York 2005, p. 198-381; id.: "Die Fremdherrschaft ist immer ein politisches Uebel" – Die Genese des 
Fremdherrschaftskonzepts in der politischen Sprache Deutschlands im Zeichen umstrittener Herrschaftslegitimation, in: 
Schnabel-Schüle, Helga and Andreas Gestrich (eds.): Fremde Herrscher – fremdes Volk: Inklusions- und Exklusionsfiguren 
bei Herrschaftswechseln in Europa von der zweiten Hälfte des 18. bis zur zweiten Hälfte des 19. Jahrhunderts [in print]. 
16 See Klüber, Johann Ludwig: Wichtige Urkunden für den Rechtszustand der deutschen Nation: Mit eigenhändigen 
Anmerkungen: Aus seinen Papieren mitgeteilt und erläutert von Karl Theodor Welcker. 2nd ed. Mannheim 1845, p. 3; Die 
Revolution und die Revolutionäre in Italien. Leipzig 1846, p. 5; Allgemeine Zeitung, 29.4.1848; 23.11.1848; Die Oesterreicher 
 - 3 - 
or also the Roman rule over Celts, Carthaginians or Teutons18 and the Popish influence in Germany 
before the reformation19. Thus, the experience of the Napoleonic hegemony and the memory thereupon 
created a new political concept that had great influence on both the interpretation of the actual world and 
the memory of crucial events in Germany's national history.20 Both, the shift in the memory of the 
Napoleonic era and the diffusion of the concept of "Fremdherrschaft" were indicators of an increasing 
nationalisation of Germany's political culture. 
The shift from the perspective of universal monarchy to the focus on foreign rule also changed the 
framework of emplotment. The phenomenon of Napoleon was no longer mainly a problem of world 
history, but of German national history. In this context, the defeat of Jena and Auerstedt and the following 
years of Napoleonic foreign rule were perceived as a low point in German national history, yet the 
overwhelming majority of these interpretations also saw it as a turning point. So, it was the most terrible 
evil, but in the long run, it nonetheless had positive effects.  
The most common metaphors to describe these effects were "Wiedergeburt" (rebirth)21, "Erwachen" 
(awakening)22 and "Lehrjahre" (years of apprenticeship).23 Roderich Benedix, for instance, stated in his 
"Volksbuch" (people's book) about the years from 1813 to 1815, published in 1842, that every national 
history had its climax that was followed by decline. German history's climax had been 600 years ago. 
From then on, it declined until the Napoleonic period, that saw the great shame of French usurpers 
becoming German princes. Benedix further stated that every nation's life, like a man’s life, runs through 
youth, manhood, old age, and death. But a nation could rise from death. According to this analogy, the 
German people had run through a whole life, was very old in the age of the French Revolution and died in 
the wars until 1809. Yet in 1813, it rose and started a new life. Since then, it had moved towards a new 
climax, which would be reached with the political unity of the German nation. The 1813 uprising was a 
divine hint to indicate Germany’s future direction.24 
Benedix was not the only one to interpret the Napoleonic period in a religious manner. In 1841, Theodor 
Rohmer in his book "Deutschlands Beruf in der Gegenwart und Zukunft" (Germany's task in present and 
                                                                                                                                                                     
in Italien und die italienische Politik Russlands III: Von 1815 bis auf die Gegenwart, in: Preussische Jahrbücher 2 (1858). 
p. 268-303, here: 274; Die italienische Frage, in: Grenzboten 18/1/2 (1859). p. 61-70/175-185, here: 63, 65, 67; Oppenheim, 
H.[einrich] B.[ernhard]: Deutsche Begeisterung und Habsburgischer Kronbesitz. Berlin 1859, p. 26; [Rössler, Constantin]: 
Preussen und die italienische Frage. Berlin 1859, p. 15, 16, 18, 20. 
17 See Beiträge zur Geschichte Irlands: Siebenter Artikel, in: Historisch-politische Blätter für das katholische Deutschland 12 
(1843). p. 618-631, here: 618. 
18 See Mommsen, Theodor: Römische Geschichte, vol. 3. Leipzig 1856, p. 759; Giesebrecht, Wilhelm von: Geschichte der 
deutschen Kaiserzeit, vol. 1. 4th ed. Braunschweig 1873, p. 20; Dahn, Felix: Urgeschichte der germanischen und romanischen 
Völker, vol. 2. Berlin 1881, p. 126; id.: Armin der Cherusker: Erinnerungen an die Varus-Schlacht im Jahre 9 nach Chr. 
Munich 1909, p. 9, 17. 
19 See Droysen, Johann Gustav: Geschichte der Preussischen Politik, part 2, vol. 3/1. Leipzig 1863, p. 4. 
20 See on this double function of political concepts as indicators as well as factors of changes in political consciousness 
Koselleck, Reinhart: Einleitung, in: ders. et al. (eds.): Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe: Historisches Lexikon zur politisch-
sozialen Sprache in Deutschland, vol. 1. Stuttgart 1972. p. XIII-XXVII; id.: The practice of conceptual history: Timing history, 
spacing concepts. Stanford 2002; Reichardt, Rolf: Einleitung, in: id. and Eberhard Schmitt (eds.): Handbuch politisch-sozialer 
Grundbegriffe in Frankreich 1680–1820, vol. 1/2. Munich 1985. p. 39-148. 
21 See Droysen, Johann Gustav: Vorlesungen über das Zeitalter der Freiheitskriege, vol. 1. 2nd ed. Gotha 1886, p. 10-11; 
Rohmer, Theodor: Deutschlands Beruf in der Gegenwart und Zukunft. Zurich-Winterthur 1841, p. 51; Wirth, J.[ohann] 
G.[eorg] A.[ugust]: Die Rechte des deutschen Volkes. s. l. 1838, p. 106; Deutsche Zeitung, 19.3.1848. 
22 See Droysen, Johann Gustav: Vorlesungen über das Zeitalter der Freiheitskriege, vol. 1. 2nd ed. Gotha 1886, p. 10-11. 
23 Otto, Franz and Ed. Grosse (eds.): Vaterländisches Ehrenbuch: Grosse Tage aus Preussens und Deutschlands Geschichte: 
Gedenkbuch an die glorreichen Jahre 1813 bis 1815. 3rd ed. Berlin-Leipzig 1870, p. 38. 
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future) compared the Napoleonic foreign rule to Persian and Babylonian captivities of the Jewish people. 
Rohmer stated that God had sent Napoleon in order to purify the German nation, the second chosen 
people and now had to establish a new world order.25 In 1863, during the celebrations of the 50th 
anniversary of the "Völkerschlacht" of Leipzig, the Lutheran pastor Friedrich Ahlfeld gave a sermon 
comparing the history of the Napoleonic period with the biblical story of Samson. Both Samson and the 
German nation had left the path of virtue and God had punished both of them. The German nation's sin 
had consisted of the adoption of French ideas and manners in the age of Enlightenment and of certain 
sympathies for the French revolution.26 Another pastor, B. B. Brückner, paralleled the Napoleonic foreign 
rule with the Egyptian captivity of the Jewish people. Both Ahlfeld and Brückner thought that the wars of 
liberation had been part of the German nation's turn back to God. Brückner, like Rohmer, was even sure 
that God had chosen the German nation to become the whole world's fecundating soul.27 
Other interpretations lacked these religious connotations, but the structure of their argument was very 
similar. In May 1848, the newspaper "Deutsche Allgemeine Zeitung" stated that the Napoleonic foreign 
rule had been a "Sühnung" (expiation) and a "Bluttaufe" (bloody baptism).28 In 1863, Leipzig's Lord 
Mayor Dr. Koch meant that the foreign rule as a "Zeit der Prüfung" (time of examination) had been 
necessary to redeem the sins of the preceding centuries.29 
Thus, both the religious and the secular-teleological interpretations of defeat and foreign rule followed a 
classical structure of myth: paradise – fall – purification – rebirth. The 1806 defeat marked the transition 
from fall to purification. Conservatives and liberals shared this narrative structure. These two main 
political tendencies only differed in the interpretation of the years after 1815. Whereas the conservatives 
thought that Germany had gained new national grandeur in the wars against Napoleon, the liberals 
claimed that there was still a long way to go until Germany's national history would have reached a new 
climax. For the latter, then, the myth of national rebirth was a legacy and an urge to action, not yet a 
matter of triumph. 
The only dissident voices emerged from the radical left. Already in 1819, Karl Follen, an exiled radical 
refugee in France, criticised the "tyrannie fraternelle et paternelle" now reigning in Germany which was 
much worse than the former "tyrannie étrangère".30 Ludwig Börne stated in 1832 that the war "they called 
war of liberation" had liberated no one but the German princes.31 In July 1848, Karl Marx stressed in an 
article in the democratic newspaper "Neue Rheinische Zeitung" that Napoleon had abolished the old 
feudal charges in the Rhineland. He even put the terms "Fremdherrschaft" and "korsischer Tyrann" 
                                                                                                                                                                     
24 Benedix, Roderich: 1813. 1814. 1815: Volksbuch. Wesel 1842, p. 479-480. 
25 Rohmer, Theodor: Deutschlands Beruf in der Gegenwart und Zukunft. Zurich-Winterthur 1841. 
26 Ahlfeld, Fr.[iedrich]: Danket dem Herrn, dem grossen Siegverleiher: Predigt über Psalm 46, 8–12 am 50jährigen Jubiläum 
der Leipziger Völkerschlacht den 18. October 1863 in der Kirche zu St. Nicolai in Leipzig. Leipzig-Dresden 1863, p. 4. 
27 Brückner, B. B.: Die Befreiung des deutschen Vaterlandes: Predigt bei der Gedenkfeier der Leipziger Völkerschlacht am 
20. Sonntag nach Trinitatis 1863. Leipzig 1863, p. 320. 
28 Deutsche Allgemeine Zeitung, 11.5.1848. 
29 Allgemeine Zeitung, 25.10.1863. 
30 Follenius, Carl: Ueber die Gründe der Untersuchung demagogischer Umtriebe und Verschwörungen in Deutschland, in: Wit, 
Johannes, genannt von Düring: Fragmente aus meinem Leben und meiner Zeit, vol. 3/1. Leipzig 1828. p. 177-193, here: 182. 
31 Börne, Ludwig: Gesammelte Schriften, vol. 11. Hamburg-Frankfurt/M 1862, p. 34. 
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(Corsican tyrant) into quotation marks.32 Marx and Engels repeatedly designated pre-napoleonic Germany 
as an Augean stable that had been cleaned by the emperor of the French.33 Thus, radical interpretations 
tended to see Napoleon as a representative of the French revolution rather than as a foreign oppressor. 
The Prussian defeat at Jena and Auerstedt appeared to them as a victory over feudalism, and the end of 
Napoleonic hegemony over Germany rather than being a liberation, was a reactionary backlash. 
 
II. Wilhelminian Empire 
After the German unification of 1871, the mainstream interpretation of the Napoleonic period remained 
unchanged. Defeat and foreign rule were still designated as "Wendepunkt" (turning point),34 "Läuterung" 
(purification)35 or "innere Gesundung" (inner recovery),36 the German reaction thereupon was a 
"Wiedergeburt" (rebirth)37 or an "Erwachen" (awakening).38 The liberal historian Friedrich Meinecke 
wrote in 1908 that under the winter cover of foreign rule, new green crops had grown.39 And Heinrich 
Ulmann stated in 1914 that, like the Nile's wave used to flood Egypt disastrously but left behind 
fertilising mud, the flood of the Napoleonic rule had changed the German fatherland.40 During the 
celebrations of the 100th anniversary of the "Völkerschlacht" of Leipzig in 1913, Emperor William II 
stated that the years between 1806 and 1813 had been a hard punishment for the preceding times of 
stagnation and decline.41 The catholic newspaper "Germania" wrote in the same context that the late 18th 
century's enlightened "Zeitgeist" had experienced a bitter defeat in 1806 and that the liberation of 1813 
had been the work of a religious and national spirit.42  
The unification of 1871 was generally perceived as a new climax in German national history, the 
fulfilment of the process of national rebirth that began in 1806. This view was shared by conservatives, 
liberals and Catholics, whose interpretations only differed slightly. Conservatives and Catholics tended to 
stress the ideas of Enlightenment and of the French revolution as the main causes of the 1806 defeat, 
whilst liberals pointed at the feudal structure and the absolutist governments of pre-napoleonic Germany. 
The victory in the anti-napoleonic wars was in conservative eyes mainly to the Prussian king's credit, 
whereas liberals stressed the people's role and Catholics emphasised the religious spirit. Thus, all three of 
                                                
32 Neue Rheinische Zeitung, 30.7.1848. 
33 Marx, Karl and Friedrich Engels: Die deutsche Ideologie: Kritik der neuesten deutschen Philosophie in ihren Repräsentanten 
Feuerbach, B. Bauer und Stirner, und des deutschen Sozialismus in seinen verschiedenen Propheten [1846], in: Marx-Engels-
Werke, vol. 3, p. 9-530, here: 179; [Engels, Friedrich:] Deutscher Sozialismus in Versen und Prosa [1847], in: Marx-Engels-
Werke, vol. 4, p. 207-247, here: 233. 
34 See, for instance, Lindner, Theodor: 1813. Halle/S 1914, p. 32. 
35 See, for instance, Stenographische Berichte über die Verhandlungen des Reichstags, XI. Legislaturperiode, II. Session 
1905/1906, vol. 1. Berlin 1906, p. 241. 
36 See, for instance, Germania, 8.3.1913. 
37 See, for instance, Heigel, K.[arl] Th.[eodor]: Deutsche Geschichte vom Tode Friedrichs d. Gr. bis zur Auflösung des alten 
Reichs, vol. 1. Stuttgart 1899, p. V; Ritter, Gerhard: Die preussischen Konservativen und Bismarcks deutsche Politik 1858–
1876. Heidelberg 1913, p. 2; Kölnische Zeitung, 18.10.1913. 
38 See, for instance, Schwemer, Richard: Restauration und Revolution: Skizzen zur Entwicklungsgeschichte der deutschen Ein-
heit. Leipzig 1902, p. 15-16. 
39 Meinecke, Friedrich: Fichte als nationaler Prophet (1908), in: id.: Preussen und Deutschland im 19. und 20. Jahrhundert: 
Historische und politische Aufsätze. Munich-Berlin 1918. p. 134-149, here: 134. 
40 Ulmann, Heinrich: Geschichte der Befreiungs-Kriege 1813 u. 1814. vol. 1. Berlin 1914, p. 42-43. 
41 Kölnische Zeitung, 11.3.1913. 
42 Germania, 18.10.1913. 
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the political tendencies that shared in the Wilhelminian Empire's heterogeneous cartel of power 
accommodated the history of defeat, foreign rule and national rebirth to the needs of their political 
philosophy without changing the basic structure of its narrative. 
This narrative also played an important role in historiography. The leading school of German 
historiography in the second half of the 19th century, the Borussian branch of historicism,43 headed by 
Johann Gustav Droysen, Heinrich von Treitschke and Heinrich von Sybel, fitted the story of defeat and 
national rebirth into a dualistic concept. All political communities of past and present were either nation 
states or "Fremdherrschaften". In this perspective, German history since the late 17th century was the 
continual struggle of Prussia, as the agent of German national unification, against several forms of foreign 
rule. The latter could be "overt", as exerted by Napoleon, or "covert" as in the emperorship of the catholic 
and allegedly non-national Habsburgians of the Holy Roman Empire and their presidency of the German 
confederation between 1815 and 1866.44 
However, there were at least two dissident ways of interpretation. For Social democratic thinkers as 
August Bebel,45 Franz Mehring and Kurt Eisner, following the tradition of pre-unification times radical 
interpretations, Napoleonic foreign rule had not been a low point in Germany's national history, but a 
substitute for the absence of a bourgeois revolution and as such it had been "historical progress"46. 
However it could only be an incomplete substitute, because it did not overthrow the Prussian aristocracy. 
This, according to Mehring, had been a curse upon German history ever since.47 For Eisner, the 
dissolution of the Holy Roman Empire and the founding of the kingdom of Westphalia had been the basic 
unit of a new modern Germany, but Napoleon's defeat had interrupted this development. So, the wars of 
liberation had in reality been wars to destroy liberty ("Freiheitsvernichtungskriege").48 In 1913, the 
socialist newspaper "Vorwärts" stated that the junkers had been overthrown in 1806, but had been heaved 
back into power in 1813.49 During the celebrations of the 100th anniversary of the "Völkerschlacht" of 
Leipzig, the Social Democratic Party held meetings entitled "Völkerschlacht und Völkertrug" (peoples' 
battle and peoples' fraud).50 
Another dissident interpretation came from the adherents of political anti-Semitism, which became an 
organised political movement around 1880.51 Wilhelm Marr, an important pamphleteer of the secular 
                                                
43 See, for instance, Rüsen, Jörn: Konfigurationen des Historismus: Studien zur deutschen Wissenschaftskultur. Frankfurt/M 
1993; Hardtwig, Wolfgang: Von Preussens Aufgabe in Deutschland zu Deutschlands Aufgabe in der Welt, in: id.: 
Geschichtskultur und Wissenschaft. Munich 1990, p. 103-160. 
44 See, for instance, Treitschke, Heinrich von: Der Krieg und die Bundesreform [25. Mai 1866], in: id.: Zehn Jahre Deutscher 
Kämpfe 1865–1874: Schriften zur Tagespolitik. Berlin 1874. p. 67-99; id.: Die Zukunft der norddeutschen Mittelstaaten [30. 
Juni 1866], in: id.: Zehn Jahre Deutscher Kämpfe 1865–1874: Schriften zur Tagespolitik. Berlin 1874. p. 8-26; id.: Deutsche 
Geschichte im Neunzehnten Jahrhundert, vol. 1. Leipzig 1879; Sybel, Heinrich von: Die Deutsche Nation und das Kaiserreich: 
Eine historisch-politische Abhandlung. Duesseldorf 1862. 
45 Bebel, August: Die Frau und der Sozialismus: Mit einem einleitenden Vorwort von Eduard Bernstein [1929]. Bonn 1994, 
p. 112. 
46 Mehring, Franz: Jena und Tilsit: Ein Kapitel ostelbischer Junkergeschichte (1906), in: id.: Gesammelte Schriften, vol. 6. 
Berlin 1976, p. 7-151, here: 147-148. Similarly: Vorwärts, 14.10.1906. 
47 Mehring, Franz: Jena (3. Oktober 1906), in: id.: Gesammelte Schriften, vol. 6. Berlin 1976. p. 160-163, here: 161. 
48 Eisner, Kurt: Das Ende des Reichs: Deutschland und Preussen im Zeitalter der grossen Revolution. Berlin 1907, p. 346-347. 
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wing of political anti-Semitism,52 stated in his best seller "Der Sieg des Judenthums über das 
Germanenthum" (The Victory of Jewry over the Teutons) that at present, there was a foreign rule much 
worse than the Napoleonic one: the Jewish foreign rule. Whereas Napoleon had not succeeded in co-
opting the German elite, the Jews had taken control of most of the political parties, large sectors of the 
German economy and especially over the press.53 Marr was not the only anti-Semite to denounce an 
alleged Jewish foreign rule. The "Allgemeine Evangelisch-Lutherische Kirchenzeitung", the leading 
newspaper of conservative Protestantism, published several articles entitled "Die jüdische 
Fremdherrschaft" (The Jewish Foreign Rule) around 1880/81.54 And Adolf Stöcker, court chaplain in 
Berlin and founder of the anti-Semite "Christlich-Soziale Arbeiterpartei", asserted in a Reichstag debate 
in 1892 that the anti-Semite movement had emerged because the German nation, after having returned 
from the unification wars, had become aware of the shameful foreign rule lasting upon it.55 Thus, the 
interpretation of the present as a time of even worse foreign rule than during the Napoleonic era was 
shared by secular as well as religious anti-Semites. 
Although the majority of the political elite did not share this mode of interpretation, its anti-Semite 
assumptions were widespread. According to Shulamit Volkov, anti-Semitism even became a "cultural 
code" within the Wilhelminian Empire's conservative and nationalist elite, a token of an ideology 
subsuming anti-modernism, nationalism, cultural pessimism and imperialism.56 So, it is small wonder that 
the basic structure of the anti-Semites' interpretation of defeat and foreign rule, its pessimistic assumption 
of a repetition of foreign rule and its notion of "inner" foreign rule, became influential after the trauma of 
the defeat in the First World War. 
 
III. Weimar republic 
After the First World War, the old mainstream interpretation of the Napoleonic foreign rule as the initial 
period of a national ascent climaxing in the present had become dysfunctional. However, the memory of 
1806 continued to have an important function.57 It now had to console German nationalists that as there 
had been Leipzig after Jena, there would be a new liberation after Versailles.58 
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Max von Szczepanski stated in 1922 in the conservative periodical "Grenzboten" that the defeat of 1918 
was much more shameful than the one of 1806 because it had been initiated by a treacherous revolt from 
the ranks of Germany's own "Volksgenossen" (national comrades). As the 1918 sin had been greater than 
the one of 1806, the punishment would be harsher, too, and there would be a very long way to a new 
Leipzig. All the same, the history of the Napoleonic period showed the way the path towards liberation 
had to start: before the victory over the enemy, there had to be a victory over one's self.59 
Several nationalists as for instance Max von Szczepanski in 192260 or Adolf Hitler in his unpublished 
second book in 192861 stressed the role of outstanding leaders in overcoming the Napoleonic foreign rule 
and concluded that the Weimar Republic should be replaced by an authoritarian system. In March 1923, 
during the French and Belgian occupation of the Ruhr Area, Wolfgang Eisenhart stated in the 
conservative newspaper "Neue Preussische Zeitung" that the actual situation was a repetition of the 
beginning 19th century. Like the enlightened 18th century's cosmopolitanism had been replaced by 
nationalism due to Napoleon's hegemony over Germany, socialist internationalism and democratic 
republicanism would now be wiped out by the German reaction to the new foreign rule climaxing in the 
occupation of the Ruhr Area. Once again, the French were fated to be the catalysts of German 
nationalism.62  
Whilst the "traditional" conservatives had the notion of a simple repetition of Napoleonic times, other 
right-wing forces, which were later subsumed under the term "national revolution",63 developed an 
eschatological perspective. They did not want a renaissance of the old Wilhelminian Empire after the 
"foreign rule" of the Versailles treaty and the liberal and democratic Weimar order would be overcome, 
but something new, which the cultural historian and political writer Arthur Moeller van den Bruck was 
already calling a "Third Reich" in 1923. Moeller van den Bruck, being close to the ideas of the "national 
bolsheviks" who propagated an anti-western alliance between extreme right and extreme left, criticised 
the conservatives' notion of a new 1813 as reactionary. The new liberation would not follow the patterns 
of the anti-napoleonic wars, but it would be spear-headed by the working class. Its result would not be the 
empire the reactionaries dreamt of, but the empire "of all of us".64 
 
IV. Nazi era  
After the Nazi seizure of power, the parallels between the present and the time around 1800 remained an 
important element of Germany's memorial culture.65 In addition to the parallel between 1806 and 1918,  
Nazi propaganda drew a parallel between 1813 and 1933. When universal compulsory military service 
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was reintroduced in March 1935, the newspaper "Germania" wrote: "Tilsit was followed by the uprising 
of 1813, Versailles is followed by the 16th March 1935!"66 However, for Nazi propaganda, the 1813 
uprising was only an unripe forerunner of 1933. Hans Erich Feine, professor of law in Tübingen, wrote in 
1936 that during the decade of foreign rule, large parts of the German people had experienced a national 
spirit for the first time that had been a presentiment of the vehement experience of his days.67 
The parallels between the Napoleonic foreign rule and the situation of Weimar Germany under the treaty 
of Versailles permitted the Nazis to legitimate almost every part of their policies as a step in the struggle 
against foreign rule. Already during the years of the Weimar republic, the concept of foreign rule had 
consisted of two elements in the political language of the Nazis. First, there was an "outer" foreign rule of 
the victors of the World War, directly exerted over the annexed and occupied territories, but indirectly 
over the whole German nation by means of the peace treaty restrictions.68 The Nazis shared this notion 
with nearly all revisionists in Germany. Second, there was an "inner" foreign rule, exerted by Marxists, 
democrats and especially by the Jews.69 Within the logic of this pattern, the abolition of democracy as 
well as the persecution of Jews, socialists and communists were measures against inner foreign rule, and 
the territorial acquisitions (Saarland, Austria, Sudetenland) were the liberation of German brethren from 
the Versailles treaty's foreign rule.70  
Arguing against the parallels between the Napoleonic period and the present was a very hard task for the 
illegal and exiled opposition as long as Hitler's foreign policy seemed to be successful. In 1937, a socialist 
pamphlet entitled "Von deutscher Freiheit" (On German Liberty) stated that the German nation had 
always been betrayed by its own elite. The defeat against Napoleon might be called shameful, but the 
shame was that a foreign conqueror had had to invade Germany to initiate modest reforms. So, the 
German people had to thank its reactionary elite for this shame. In 1813, the German nation had struggled 
not only against the foreign oppressors, but also against the medieval barbarity of the German princes and 
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for political unification and had not known that it would only exchange foreign rule against a stronger 
servitude under its own princes. A similar process was happening at present.71  
The former Nazi Hermann Rauschning stated in 1938 in his book "Die Revolution des Nihilismus" (The 
Revolution of Nihilism) that the Nazi regime was a brutal form of inner foreign rule. All troubles of the 
Napoleonic era, which had still been vivid in the family's memory of the older generation, were now 
experienced once again in Nazi Germany.72 Austrian socialists and communists again and again 
denounced the 1938 "Anschluss" as subjugation of the Austrian nation under Prussian foreign rule.73 The 
use of the memory of the Napoleonic period by the Nazi propaganda thus forced Hitler's enemies to argue 
within the same narrative patterns – without much success. 
At the end of the 30s, when the German Reich started to invade territories inhabited by non-German-
speaking populations, this sort of propaganda stopped suddenly. Only in the last months of the Second 
World War, as the allied forces progressed on German soil, the memory of 1806 regained its 
propagandistic function again. German newspapers shouted slogans like "Ein stolzes Volk geht nicht 
widerstandslos unter das Joch fremder Gewalthaber" (A proud nation does not go under the yoke of 
foreign tyrants without resistance), comparing at least implicitly the present situation with the years 
around 1806.74  
Furthermore the last film production of the Third Reich was dedicated to this topic. Veit Harlan's movie 
"Kolberg", ordered by Goebbels in summer 1943 after the Stalingrad disaster, told the story of the city of 
Kolberg (today's Kolobrzeg in Poland) after the defeat at Jena and Auerstedt. Under the command of 
Generalfeldmarschall Neidhardt von Gneisenau, Kolberg was the only Prussian town to resist the French 
troops until July 1807. The movie's première took place on the 30th January 1945 in the surrounded 
Atlantic fortress of La Rochelle, where the film spools had been dropped by parachute. The narrative of 
the 1806 defeat no longer emphasised the possibility of national rebirth, but urged heroic death; in the 
words of Kolberg's burgomaster Joachim Nettelbeck (played by Heinrich George): "Lieber unter 
Trümmern begraben, als kapitulieren!" (Better buried under ruins than surrender!). 
 
V. Conclusion 
The basic narrative structure about defeat and foreign rule remained unchanged during the whole 19th and 
early 20th centuries. It followed a classical structure of myth: Paradise – fall – purification – rebirth. The 
1806 defeat and the period of foreign rule were seen as punishment for non-national behaviour in the 
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preceding decades and at the same time as a purification that prepared the German nation for its rebirth. 
However, there was a major change in this narrative after Germany's defeat in the First World War. 19th 
century memory had considered the story of fall, purification and national rebirth to be unique. After the 
First World War, this view was replaced by the notion of repetition: 1918 was a new 1806, Versailles was 
a new Tilsit and the Weimar Republic was a new "Fremdherrschaft". 
The functions of the memory of defeat and foreign rule changed several times. In the restoration period, 
the conservatives used the memory to stress the necessity of unity between princes and subjects, whereas 
the liberals emphasised the need for a unified national state. After the unification, both conservatives and 
liberals considered the defeat of 1806 as the initial event in Germany's national rebirth which climaxed in 
1871. Thus, the memory of defeat and foreign rule attained the function of a foundation myth. The defeat 
of 1918 changed the function of the memory of 1806 again. It now had to console the nationalists and to 
give them hope that one day there would be a new Leipzig. After Hitler's seizure of power, these parallels 
were used to legitimate several elements of Nazi politics. 
On balance, the memory of the Napoleonic period was flexible enough to accommodate changing 
political situations. Its basic structure became dysfunctional only after the Second World War, when it 
became clear that another repetition of the wars of liberation was neither likely nor desirable and German 
national myths had lost their legitimacy. In 1946, Friedrich Meinecke discussed in his famous book "Die 
deutsche Katastrophe" (The German Catastrophe) the question whether it was shameful to co-operate 
with the victors of the Second World War. He argued that it was not, because the present foreign rule by 
the victors had been preceded by an inner foreign rule of the Nazis that had been much worse. A foreign 
rule from outside could purify a nation's soul, whereas an inner foreign rule caused much more damage.75 
Thus, the Nazi regime's crimes and the totality of the German defeat in the Second World War forbade 
any comparison between 1806 and 1945. 
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